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Timothy W. Guinnane and Jochen Streb1
The Introduction of Bismarck’s Social 
Security System and Its Effects on 
Marriage and Fertility in Prussia
Abstract
Economists have long argued that introducing social insurance will reduce fertility. The 
hypothesis relies on standard models: if children are desirable in part because they provide 
security in case  of disability or old age, then State programs that provide insurance against 
these events should induce couples to substitute away from children in the allocation of 
wealth. We test this claim using the introduction of social insurance in Germany in the 
period 1881-1910. Bismarck’s social-insurance scheme had three pillars: health insurance, 
workplace accident insurance, and an old age pension. Earlier studies typically focus on the 
pension alone; we consider all three pillars. We find that Bismarck’s social insurance system 
affected fertility overall only via its effects on the incentive to marry. The old age insurance 
by itself tended to reduce marriages, but the health and accident-insurance components had 
the opposite effect. For people exposed to all three pillars of social insurance, the two effects 
cancelled each other and the aggregate effect on fertility was muted.
JEL-Code: H55, I13, J11, N13, N33, N43
Keywords: Social insurance; pensions; fertility transition; marriage; Bismarck; Prussia
March 2021
1 Timothy W. Guinnane, Yale University; Jochen Streb, University of Mannheim. - This is a revised version of our paper 
“Bismarck to No Effect: Fertility Decline and the Introduction of Social Insurance in Prussia” that is in SSRN as No. 3497923. 
For comments and suggestions we thank two anonymous referees and the editor, as well as Martha J. Bailey, Alexander 
Donges, Tobias Jopp, Joshua Lewis, Katerina Piro, Paul W. Rhode, Ebonya Washington, and seminar participants at the 
University of Adelaide, the Australian National University, the University of Melbourne, the University of Connecticut, the 
Vienna University of Economics and  Business, the XVIII World Economic History Conference at Boston in August 2018, 
and the IEHA meeting in Paris in November 2019. The German Science Foundation (DFG) funded this project as part of 
the Priority Program 1859 “Experience and Expectations: Historical Foundations of Economic Behavior.” Guinnane thanks 
the Economic Growth Center (Yale University) for additional funding. We are grateful to the student assistants who helped 
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